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German Border Controls:
Bark, Bite, or Both?
Germany is home to the 4th- largest refugee population globally
and the highest number of asylum seekers in the EU. Will its border
control measures have a real impact or are they just political optics?
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ll eyes were on
Germany Mon-
day morning as theAcountryrolledout its

new border controls. Many
feared widespreaddisruptions
in and around the country,yet
by mid-week, the measures
appear to bemore 'bark'than'bite'. Meanwhile, Germany
insists important 'work' is be-

ingdone.
Germany's unilateral de-

cision to enforce nationwide
border controls from Sep-
tember 16,2024 toMarch 15,
2025 is aimed at reducing ir-
regular migration, according
to Interior Minister Nancy
Faeser."We want to further
reduce irregular migration,
stop people smugglers, put a
stop to criminals, and recog-
nize and stop Islamists at an
earlystage," Faeser explained.

However, given Germa-
ny'ssprawling 3,800-kilome-
ter border with nine neigh-
boring countries-and the
roads, paths and train routes
that crisscross them-many
were leftwonderinghow the
country could manage such
extensive controls effectively.

Germany's Border
Controls: Not New,
But Expanded
Germany already conducted
controls on its border with
Poland, the Czech Republic,
Austria and Switzerland, so
this new announcement es-

sentially expanded them to
the entire border.

Moreover, in response to
assertions madebymediaand
analysts that Germany'smove
calls into question the future
ofthe Schengen, an article in
The Times of London points
out that temporary border
controls have been imposed
within the zone 442 timesover
the past nine years, including
during major events like the
Paris Olympics.

What's Changed?
With the announcement,Ger-
many's police now havethe
right to conduct checks that
are "targeted, adapted tothe
situation and flexible in terms
oflocation and time," accord
ing to a German borderguard
interviewed by German media
station DW,whostressed that
these were not"across-the-
board" measures.

The same border guard
told DW that a strictpolicing
ofborder crossingswould be
impossible, as there are insuf-
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ficient resources, and undesir-
able, because itwould be too
disruptive for localsocietyand
businesses.

Still, Germany's an-
nouncement does mean that
its border guards now have
to right to stop anyvehicleor
person they consider 'suspi-
cious.' Whether or not the
new policy will lead to racial
profiling and complaintsover
discrimination has yet tobe
seen.

GermanyClaims
Early Successes
Faeser has defended themove,
stating that similar measures
in the east and south ofthe
country have already yield-
ed results. Since October last
year, Germany has reportedly
denied entry to 30,000 indi-
viduals, reduced asylum appli-
cationsby20%, and increased
deportations ofmigrantswith
out legal status.

Early reports suggest
that irregular migrants have
alreadybeen intercepted since
the new controls were en-
acted, although details about
their subsequent handling re-
main scarce.

The real test of the pol-
icy will be whether it results
in tangible reductions in ir-
regular migration, or simply
shifts the problem to border
crossings that are less closely
monitored.

Reading between the
lines, accordingtoELIAMEP's
Senior Research Fellow,Ange-
liki Dimitriadi, Germany isal-
so targeting secondary move-
ment and hoping to reducethe

amount itpaysout to refugees
and asylum seekers in benefits.

Bigger Picture:
Refugees, Asylum
Seekers, Irregular
Migrants
In many ways, Germany is
facing a situation similar to
Greece, with both countries
claiming theyshoulder anun-
fair share of Europe's migra-
tion burden.The Migration
and Asylum Pact passed by
the European Union in 2023
seeks to address this imbal-
ance. How effective itwill be
remains tobe seen, since ithas

notyet been implemented.
Germany hostsoneofthe

world's largest refugeepopu-
lations, with its 2.33 million
refugees representing2.8% of
the country's totalpopulation
of 83.3 million, according to
UNHCR. It also handles the
highest number of asylum
seekers in the EU with Ger-
many receiving 31.4%ofall
first-time asylum applications
in the EU in 2023-a total of
329,000 compared toGreece's
57,900.

Across the EU, irregu-
lar migration grew by 18%
in 2023 to a total of 385,445

crossings, though it still rep-
resents a relativelysmallpro-
portion ofoverall migration.

Meanwhile FRONTEX
reports that irregular migra-
tion fell 30% in the firsteight
months of 2024. That said ,

crossings surged by 193% in
regions like Europe's eastern
land border, while the eastern
Mediterranean witnessed a
39% increase.
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A German police officer
stands guard nextto

adog at a borderwith
France in Kehl, Germany,

September 16, 2024.

Political Implications
Germany's move to reintro-
duce border controls has ar-
rived against the backdropof
a rise in extreme right-wing
political movements, under-
scored by the far right's elec-
toral victory in Germany- its
first in the post-war period.
This shift has forcedthegov-
ernment toaddress migration
concerns head-on.

Chancellor Olaf Scholz
argues that the border con-
trols arewithin the bounds of
European law, though hedid
acknowledge that Germany
is"making maximum use"of
its legal options -hintingthat
even Germany realizes their
move was extreme.

Though migration isn't
officially on the agenda for
the next European Council
meeting in October, Germa-
ny's move has reignited dis-
cussions behind the scenes,
with several European leaders
pushing for migration to be
brought backtotheforefront
of EU policy debates.

Germany has already
dispelled Greece's fears that
the new border controls will
increase migrant returns to
the latter, removing some
urgency from the issue, but
regardless, Athens is sure to
welcome the renewed focus
on migration, an issue ithas
long argued warrants more
attention from Europe.
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